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I love reading obituaries.  It sounds macabre, but, really, obituaries have almost nothing 

to do with death and everything to do with life.  Plus, they’re often really interesting.  Perhaps 

the most interesting obit I ever read was for John Fairfax who crossed two oceans in a rowboat, 

but that wasn’t the interesting part.  Listen to this snippet: “At 9, he settled a dispute with a 

pistol.  At 13, he lit out for the Amazon jungle.  At 20, he attempted suicide-by-jaguar.  

Afterward he was apprenticed to a pirate.  To please his mother, who did not take kindly to his 

being a pirate, he briefly managed a mink farm.”1  Now, that is the most interesting man in the 

world.   

Obituaries have a way of not just telling another person’s story but also of reminding you 

of your own.  In the documentary Obit about the obituary writers at the New York Times, the 

editor of the department says, “You’re opening the paper and you’re suddenly reminded of 

someone you haven’t thought about in 20 years.  It brings you back to the Kennedy 

administration or maybe your parents.  Your parents used to watch this show all the time and it 

drove you crazy.  But you see the obit of the actor from that show and it brings you back, and 

you remember mom and dad watching it.” 

In addition to the usual suspects that you would expect – politicians, royalty, actors – the 

obit writers have captured the lives of a teacher of belly dancing, an expert on exotic chickens, 

an underwater cartographer.  They have honored the lives of the grandfather of modern 

cheerleading, the man who made dog walking a job, and the inventor of the wireless TV remote 

control.  They say, “The one thing all of the subjects have in common – besides being dead – is 

that their lives had an impact of one sort or another.  The word ‘impact’ is infinitely elastic.”   

The hard part about writing an obituary, I think, isn’t that you’re touching death; it’s that 

your trying to quantify life.  The obit editor says, “We write obituaries according to the scale of 

the individual.  We make these calculations.  We actually put word lengths on human beings.  A 

reporter will often come to us and say ‘how many words do you want on this person?’… We 

aren’t making any judgements on anyone’s worthiness as a human being, but we are making 

judgements about news worthiness.  Someone may be worth two pictures.  Someone may be 

worth three.  It’s a parlor game of sorts: who deserves to be on page one?  But not only who 

deserves to be on page one, but where on the page?  Above the fold?” 

Of course, by their own admission, they often get it wrong.  As they triage who deserves 

500 words and who deserves 1500, who made an impact (of whatever nature) and who won’t be 

remembered, they often get it wrong.  It’s why they recently started the “Overlooked No More” 

column, an obituary series recognizing those whose accomplishments went unreported by the 

New York Times, largely women and people of color.  Like the woman who fed and funded the 

Montgomery bus boycott, or the Mexican American who voluntarily lived in an internment camp 

in solidarity with the Japanese, or the man who brought about prison reform from his prison cell, 

or the Burmese industrialist who introduced the west to meditation and mindfulness.   

 
1 “John Fairfax, Who Rowed Across Oceans, Dies at 74,” Margalit Fox, The New York Times, February 18, 2012. 



It isn’t just a matter of trivia whose stories get told.  It’s an ethical equation.  That’s 

actually how All Saints’ Day got started: as a way of naming the unnamed.  It was a day to 

commemorate all those who died for their faith and whose names were never recorded, whose 

memories were in danger of being lost.  Now, it has grown to include all those who have died in 

the faith and who from their labors rest. Which is also an ethical equation.  Think about how 

differently the Church does the math than the obituary writers.  We don’t get out scales to 

measure impact or news worthiness, we don’t assess whether you’ve done enough to be included 

or whether you should be cut.  We honor the saints.  All of them.  Even the saints who aren’t 

saintly all the time.  Which is to say, all of them.  Naming those who have died in the last year 

and calling them saints isn’t an exercise in false piety, it isn’t an example of preaching someone 

to heaven, it isn’t akin to polishing up an obituary and editing out a person’s faults and foibles.  

Naming those who have died in the last year and calling them saints is a spiritual discipline; it’s 

an affirmation that every life bears the image of God.  While being honest that it is easier to see 

the image of God in some lives than in others, it is a spiritual discipline to look for it in all lives, 

in all people.   

All Saints is the day God sits the kids down around the kitchen table and says, “Be nice 

to your siblings.  They’re all the family you’re going to have when I’m gone.  You may think 

you’re going to get the furniture and the china and a portion of my savings account, but your real 

inheritance is those people sitting next to you at this table.”  This family of faith, God says in 

Ephesians, this community of saints… this is your inheritance.  Your love for them, the gifts 

they’ve given you… this is your inheritance.   

I think of the saints of this community that we will name this morning and what we have 

inherited from them.  

• I think of Helen Byers, who made her home in Los Alamos and watched as loved one 

after loved on – including herself – was diagnosed with cancer.  It was in that context that 

she cultivated a deep gratitude for life.   

• Barbara Adamson’s gracious, reconciling spirit that after learning at the age of 80 she 

was adopted as an infant, chose understanding and compassion for her parents’ decision 

never to tell her.   

• Shirley Lauman’s deep wit and joy that led her into a pranking competition with her 

neighbor Ed McMahon.   

• Harriet Isbell.  At the presbytery meeting yesterday, someone said: If the church is the 

body of Christ, then Harriet was the stomach acid.  She loved children and hated bullies, 

and she had the spiritual gift of putting bullies in their place. 

• Nancy Shain’s resiliency when her husband’s death in Vietnam instantly changed her 

identity from military wife to single mother of three children.   

• Doris Love’s embodiment of Jesus’ command to “let the little children come to me.”   

• Lorraine Baynton who saw her life’s work as offering hospitality to those around her, 

whether at home or in the hospital where she volunteered.   

• And, Art Simmons who knew no better form of prayer than music.   

We have a rich inheritance.   

As God sits us down around the kitchen table this morning and reminds us to be nice to 

our siblings, reminds us of the inheritance we’ve received from our siblings that are no longer 

here, it seems like more than a coincidence – this combination All Saints and Communion, this 

combination of death and food.  The connection between food and mourning runs deep: Almost 

every culture in the world has the tradition of bringing people food after a death.  When we don’t 



know what else to do, when we don’t know what to say, we feed people.  But after the helpful 

casseroles disappear, psychologists are starting to recognize, meal times can be one of the most 

difficult times for someone who is grieving.   

Jeanne Heifetz’ husband died suddenly last year, but there’s still a hunk of bread in her 

fridge – bread that she got right before her husband’s death – that she can’t bring herself to throw 

away.  “It isn’t as though you spend every day [of your married life] making grand declarations 

of love for one another,” she said.  Instead, you show your love through those “daily 

conversations of ‘I’m going to the grocery store.  What would you like me to pick up?’”  That’s 

why “for a spouse, accustomed to sharing every meal with a partner, the grieving can go on, 

renewed constantly by the rhythms of shopping, cooking, and eating.  Cooking and mealtimes 

are some of the most overlooked aspects of grief.  It’s almost like the sixth stage of grief is 

cooking alone,” said one grief counselor.2   

And so we come to the table together.  Those who are all too familiar with dinner-for-one 

sit beside those who need reminded not to take their dinner companions for granted.  And we 

come to tell the stories of the saints who have gone before us, claiming the inheritance they have 

handed down to us, and giving ourselves a once-over to make sure that we’re cultivating 

something within us that is worth passing down. 

In a moment, we will name and honor the saints of this congregation who have died in 

the last year, but we know that there others you have loved and lost this year.  So, I invite each of 

you to take one of the prayer cards from the pews in front of you and write down the name or 

names of those you wish to remember.  During our liturgy of remembrance, there will be a time 

for you to hold up that card in memory and blessing.  Take a moment now to write down the 

saints in your life.   
 

 
2 “For Many Widows, The Hardest Part is Mealtime,” Amelia Nierenberg, The New York Times, October 28, 2019. 


